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Chap ter  1
------ ----------

Second  Only  to  Christ : 
Joseph  Smith  in  

Modern  Mormon  Piet y

James B. Allen

Something gave me pause as I tried to figure out how to 
approach the subject of Joseph Smith in modern Mormon 
piety. How could I stand back, as scholars are supposed to 
do, and take a detached look at the matter when my whole 
life had been so much a part of this tradition? How could I 
be objective about it? The answer, of course, was simply that 
I could not. I am, after all, one of those lifelong Mormons 
whose whole value system has been influenced by a half 
century of intensive exposure to the very influences I will 
talk about. My objectivity includes personal experience, and 
this personal experience has helped determine my selection 
of examples. When I suggest that some idea or story is 
deeply imbedded in the Mormon tradition, it is not only be-
cause I have run across it in the mass of sermons, books, and 
articles I have read, but also because I have heard it, or 
something like it, time and time again, and because I per-
sonally believe in the divine mission of Joseph Smith. My 
own life, then, becomes one of my primary sources as I 
attempt to evaluate the role of Joseph Smith in the religious 
life of the Mormon community.
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At the same time, let me not mislead you about the im-
plications of some of the stories I will relate. Just because I 
believe in Joseph Smith does not mean I accept every inter-
pretation or believe every story about him that comes across 
the Mormon pulpit or through the Mormon press. An es-
sential and very rewarding part of my career has been the 
need to stand back frequently and reevaluate the historical 
Joseph Smith in light of whatever information I may dis-
cover or documents I may have a chance to examine. Vari-
ous elements of my understanding change frequently, and 
I suspect that every Mormon who studies his own history 
has a similar experience from time to time. But my concern 
here is not with the validity of Joseph Smith's teachings, 
the authenticity of his divine manifestations, or the truth or 
falsity of any story about him. It is, rather, with the image 
of Joseph Smith in the Mormon mind and the role that 
image plays in Mormon patterns of worship and devotion. 
For the purposes of this discussion I am primarily con-
cerned with what Mormons believe about Joseph Smith. 
After all, it is what people believe to be true that motivates 
them, and it is Joseph Smith's role in the Mormon belief 
system that we are dealing with here.

Around 1952 I had a fairly commonplace experience 
that, for some strange reason, has stayed with me—maybe 
because it helped me crystallize for myself the place of 
Joseph Smith in my own piety. I was a university student, 
spending the summer working as a transportation agent in 
the lodge at the north rim of the Grand Canyon. Just across 
the lobby from my desk was the registration desk, and one 
of the clerks there was a divinity student. One day I saw 
him talking to two young Mormon girls who were also 
employed at the lodge for the summer, and they seemed 
somewhat agitated. I timed in as well as I could from across 
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the near-empty hall and heard him telling the girls that 
Mormons were not Christians—they did not believe in 
Christ and did not know what it meant to accept him as 
their personal Savior. The Mormons, he said, had replaced 
Christ with Joseph Smith, for it was from Joseph, not 
Christ, that they got their doctrines, and it was through 
Joseph Smith, not Christ, that they expected to be saved. 
This was a reference to the Mormon belief that the priest-
hood (i.e., the authority to act in the name of God) can exist 
only in one church, that because of apostasy and trans-
gression since New Testament times it was lost from the 
earth, and that now, in the latter days, it has been re-
stored through Joseph Smith and exists only in the church 
founded by him. In an instant my experience as a mission-
ary for two years flashed through my mind, and suddenly 
I wanted to shout across the hall, "Hey, you, you're wrong! 
We don't worship Joseph Smith—we worship Christ. The 
Book of Mormon testifies of Christ, Joseph Smith taught of 
Christ, the whole church is a living witness of the reality of 
Christ, even though we understand him a little differently 
than you do." I literally boiled inside at the suggestion that 
we had replaced Christ with Joseph Smith. I restrained my-
self, however, from shouting across the hall, and when the 
girls came to ask me about it all, I explained as best I could. 
"Joseph Smith," I said, "certainly will never take the place 
of Christ. Nor is it possible that we will ever worship him— 
but in terms of what he has done for us, he is certainly 
second to Christ."

I might have said "second only to Christ," for there, in 
a nutshell, was an expression of the role of Joseph Smith in 
the religious life of the Mormons. He was the founding 
prophet—and more. Through him came the Book of Mor-
mon, the Doctrine and Covenants, and the Pearl of Great 
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Price—books that Mormons consider scripture, reading 
and quoting from them as much as they would the Bible. 
Through him came the distinctive doctrines and practices 
that set Mormons apart from other denominations, includ-
ing the sacred temple ordinances that provide a special re-
lationship explicable only to Mormons who have experi-
enced them. Joseph, we Mormons believe, talked with God 
and angels in order to prepare himself for the task of re-
storing not only the ancient truths that had been lost but 
also the ancient church itself, with its exclusive priesthood 
authority. He was the prophet of the restoration, foretold 
as such by ancient prophets, and those who accept all this 
can hardly help but view him as second only to Christ in 
terms of his role in their personal salvation.

All this is fundamental to the faith, at least so far as I 
understand and believe. At the same time, other images 
have built up in the Mormon mind that have become part 
of what might be called a popular piety. None of these tan-
gential interpretations are official, but for many Latter-day 
Saints they are part of their personal belief system. Joseph 
Smith has been endowed with heroic traits and accom-
plishments far beyond what he himself would have asked 
for, to the point that it becomes difficult even for the faith-
ful to separate the historic Joseph from his heroic image. 
For my own part, I am not greatly alarmed at this, for, as 
someone has said, "It is the quality of great men that they 
continue to live long after they are gone,"1 and it is simply 
natural that their virtues rather than their vices live on with 
them. My only concern, as a church member and teacher, is 
that the faith of my students is not so dependent on the 
sometimes exaggerated, mythical qualities portrayed in 
some popular images of the Prophet that their faith is hurt 
when they suddenly discover some human characteristic 
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or failing that seems incongruous with what they have 
been led to believe. I am not so vain as to think I know the 
historical Joseph any better than anyone else, but I am fully 
convinced that the reality was impressive enough that he 
can admirably survive any human frailties revealed in an 
honest attempt to present a balanced image.2

How did this popular piety emerge in Mormonism? 
During his lifetime Joseph Smith's closest associates cer-
tainly saw him as a fallible, though great, human being. 
They believed his prophetic utterances, but they also saw 
him as a man who had failings, who could make mistakes, 
and who did not feel it necessary to play the traditional role 
of "prophet" one hundred percent of the time. He readily 
confessed his own human frailties, was sometimes chas-
tised by revelation for his personal follies, and when people 
commented on some of his unprophet-like actions he em-
phatically declared that "a prophet was a prophet only 
when he was acting as such."3 His closest friends saw some 
of his prophecies and revelations fail to be fulfilled and even 
heard him admit that "Some revelations are of God: some 
revelations are of man: and some revelations are of the 
devil."4 They saw him in every mood—from joyful elation 
over some great success to the despondency of great dis-
couragement. Brigham Young, one of his closest associates, 
reported fifteen years after Joseph's death: "He had all the 
weaknesses a man could have when the vision was not 
upon him, when he was left to himself. He was constituted 
like other men, and would have required years and years 
longer in the flesh to become a Moses in all things."5

At the same time, his disciples saw him as a living 
prophet—and it was in his role as prophet that Joseph 
Smith's pedestal in Mormon piety was created. Signifi-
cantly, it was those who knew him best who created both 
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the pedestal and the heroic figure that occupied it after he 
was dead, though even during his lifetime the creation 
process was well on its way. In 1836, at the height of Joseph 
Smith's economic difficulties in Kirtland, Ohio, church 
members lost confidence in him by the droves and some 
even threatened his life. Brigham Young was among those 
who braved the storm to declare their continuing belief 
that, come what may, Joseph was still a true prophet.6 In 
July 1843, preaching at a Sunday meeting in Pittsburgh 
on the importance of the "gathering," Brigham declared: 
"Who is the author of this work of gathering? Joseph 
Smith, the Prophet, as an instrument in the hands of God, 
is the author of it. He is the greatest man on earth." In De-
cember, while presiding over a prayer meeting in the ab-
sence of Joseph Smith, Brigham "instructed the brethren 
upon the necessity of following our file leader, and our 
Savior, in all his laws and commandments, without asking 
questions."7 This was the sentiment that soon character-
ized the role of Joseph Smith in Mormon piety.

If leaders such as Brigham Young were thus laying the 
foundation for Joseph's historic pedestal during his own 
lifetime, so were more ordinary disciples, such as William 
Clayton—one of the Prophet's faithful scribes who never 
made much of an impact on the pages of history. But his 
steady faith represented that of thousands of historical un-
knowns who were the brick and mortar with which the 
Prophet built the earthly kingdom of God. Clayton first ar-
rived in Nauvoo late in 1840, when it was still struggling to 
be bom, and was immediately overwhelmed by its found-
ing father. His awe quickly turned to personal idolization, 
and he soon reported his impressions to his friends back 
home in England. "He is not an idiot," he wrote as if to 
combat some vicious tale, "but a man of sound judgment, 
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and possessed of abundance of intelligence and whilst you 
listen to his conversation you receive intelligence which 
expands your mind and causes your heart to rejoice." He 
then described all the Prophet's greatest qualities and poi-
gnantly added, "He says 'I am a man of like passions with 
yourselves/ but truly I wish I was such a man."8

Within a year, however, Clayton saw many of his fond-
est expectations shattered. Church leaders asked him not to 
stay in Nauvoo but, rather, to settle across the Mississippi 
River in Iowa where, Joseph Smith had prophesied, the city 
of Zarahemla would rise with as much greatness as Nau-
voo. But in Zarahemla Clayton found nothing but disap-
pointment. His efforts to be a farmer failed; his investment 
in a steamboat with the Prophet's apostle-brother failed; he 
found too many unsaintly Saints; and, worst of all, Joseph's 
prediction concerning Zarahemla failed: not only did the 
settlement fail to rival Nauvoo, but in the end it was totally 
abandoned by the church. But William came back across the 
river, went to work for the Prophet as a scribe, and in less 
than four months could write to his friends in England: "My 
faith in this doctrine, and in the prophet and officers is firm, 
unshaken, and unmoved; nay, rather, it is strengthened and 
settled firmer than ever." He went to great lengths to refute 
charges then circulating of wrongdoing and intemperance 
on the part of Joseph, then added: "The more I am with him, 
the more I love him; the more I know of him,... [the more 
I] am sorry that people should give heed to evil reports con-
cerning him, when we all know the great service he has ren-
dered the church."9

Clayton had ample opportunity over the next two years 
to observe the Prophet as a man. Most of Joseph's time was 
spent in activities not normally considered prophetic, such 
as business and civic affairs. Clayton was by his side most 
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of the time. He saw him struggle with personal and family 
problems, place trust in untrustworthy men, fail in some 
business efforts, and do many more things that are the lot 
of ordinary human beings. But none of this mattered, for 
he also felt the love of the Prophet, sat at his feet as he re-
ceived revelation and taught the doctrines of the kingdom, 
felt a profound inner confirmation that Joseph's doctrines 
were true, and witnessed firsthand his numerous accom-
plishments and successes. In addition, a kind of spiritual 
pragmatism in the Mormonism of that day helps explain 
how pedestals are built in spite of potentially undermining 
influences. The Saints looked at prophecy, for example, not 
just as prediction but also as their own personal challenge. 
They were obligated to make it work, and if they failed in 
that effort it was not necessarily a sign that the Prophet was 
not a true prophet. "Verily, verily, I say unto you," the Lord 
had told them through Joseph Smith in January 1841,

that when I give a commandment to any of the sons of 
men to do a work unto my name, and those sons of men 
go with all their might and with all they have to perform 
that work, and cease not in their diligence, and their ene-
mies come upon them and hinder them from performing 
that work, behold, it behooveth me to require that work 
no more at the hands of those sons of men, but to accept 
of their offerings. (D&C 124:49)

Thus the Saints could rationalize some prophetic fail-
ures. They could also rationalize human frailties in their 
prophet, since he himself had told them of his weaknesses 
and had said that a prophet did not always act as such. But 
the failures and frailties tended to be forgotten when, in the 
long run, the personal influence the disciples had felt in 
their lives became paramount. For disciples like Clayton, 
the Prophet was always an example, never a scapegoat.
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The hero of Mormon piety was already being created, 
but it was his death that elevated him to his final pedestal. 
In some ways what happened to Joseph Smith after death is 
reminiscent of what Merrill D. Peterson has characterized 
as the apotheosis of Thomas Jefferson and John Adams. It 
seemed a miracle to Americans that they both died on 4 July 
1826, as the nation was celebrating the fiftieth anniversary 
of the Declaration of Independence. Already they were 
statesmen-heroes, but the fact that both lived until this im-
portant memorial day made their dramatic deaths "a fable 
of the republic." Says Peterson, it

brought men into a community of loyalty and belief, and 
turned the nation's loss into a triumph. It was the crea-
tion of a pervasive national faith reaching for justifica-
tion and here finding it. Providence, Union, Heritage: 
these were three of the emotion-laden ideas composing 
the patriotic faith. In the "double apotheosis" of 1826 
they were confirmed with awesome finality, and formed 
into a fabled story of America.10

President John Quincy Adams, son of the dead statesman, 
issued an official proclamation declaring this wonderful 
event to be heaven-directed. It provided a "new seal" to the 
belief that the nation was under the special care of Provi-
dence. "In this most singular coincidence," the president 
declared, "the finger of Providence is plainly visible! It 
hallows the Declaration of Independence as Word of God, 
and is the bow in the heavens, that promises its principles 
shall be eternal, and their dissemination universal over the 
Earth."11

Joseph Smith did not die peacefully of old age, as did 
Jefferson and Adams. Rather, he and his brother Hyrum 
were brutally murdered in Carthage, Illinois, in the prime 
of their lives. But if the deaths of Jefferson and Adams 
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became a miracle in the patriotic faith of America, the mas-
sacre of Joseph and Hyrum was a sacred moment to the 
Mormons and became the "fabled story" of their faith. In 
the tragedy at Carthage, the Smith brothers sealed their tes-
timonies in blood and achieved the eternal crown of mar-
tyrdom.12 For Joseph, this crown would forever assure his 
place on the second highest pedestal in Mormon piety.

The creation of the imagery began almost immediately 
as the martyrdom spawned a flurry of hymns, poems, 
songs, and essays, all celebrating the mission and greatness 
of Joseph Smith. In due time came hymns such as "Oh, 
Give Me Back My Prophet Dear," and "The Seer, Joseph, 
the Seer," by John Taylor; "Praise to the Man Who Com-
muned with Jehovah," by William W. Phelps; "We Thank 
Thee, O God, for a Prophet," by William Fowler; and sev-
eral others that have since become permanent fixtures in 
Mormon worship.13

Significantly, much of the new literature celebrated and 
culturally enshrined the martyrdom itself. It reminded the 
Saints that Joseph was not just a prophet, but God's great-
est prophet—an idea that Joseph himself did not stress, but 
one that naturally flowed from the impact he had on his 
disciples. The literature also told of the blood that still 
stained Illinois, crying to God for vengeance. The idea of 
vengeance is no longer characteristic of Mormon piety, but 
in the aftermath of the shocking murder at Carthage the cry 
seemed only natural to Joseph's stunned disciples.

Typical of the immediate reaction was Eliza R. Snow's 
poem, "The Assassination of Generals Joseph and Hyrum 
Smith," which fairly reeked with the emotion of a devout 
believer who was not only shocked by the murder but also 
expected God somehow to repay the perpetrators:
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Ye heav'ns, attend! Let all the earth give ear! 
Let Gods and seraphs, men and angels hear: 
The worlds on high—the universe shall know 
What awful scenes are acted here below!
Had nature's self a heart, her heart would bleed;
At the recital of so foul a deed;
For never, since the Son of God was slain,
Has blood so noble, flow'd from human vein, 
As that which now on God for vengeance calls 
From "freedom's" ground—from Carthage prison walls!

Oh! Illinois! thy soil has drank the blood
Of Prophets martyr'd for the truth of God.
Once-lov'd America! what can atone
For the pure blood of innocence, thou'st sown?14

All the elements for the creation of a cultural hero were 
there: noble blood, second only to that of the "Son of God"; 
a wicked earth that rejected and spilled it; and the assur-
ance that heaven would take note of the awful tragedy. The 
martyr image sank deep into Mormon culture and in the 
end was officially adopted by the canonizing of a statement 
that is still one of the most oft-quoted passages from mod-
ern Mormon scripture. Written by John Taylor, the apostle 
and close friend of Joseph Smith who himself received 
near-fatal wounds during the attack on Carthage Jail, it 
portrays as well as any statement could the awesome mis-
sion and achievements of the Mormon Prophet:

Joseph Smith, the Prophet and Seer of the Lord, has 
done more, save Jesus only, for the salvation of men in 
this world, than any other man that ever lived in it. In the 
short space of twenty years, he has brought forth the 
Book of Mormon, which he translated by the gift and 
power of God, and has been the means of publishing it 
on two continents; has sent the fulness of the everlasting 
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gospel, which it contained, to the four quarters of the 
earth; has brought forth the revelations and command-
ments which compose this book of Doctrine and Cove-
nants, and many other wise documents and instructions 
for the benefit of the children of men; gathered many 
thousands of the Latter-day Saints, founded a great city, 
and left a fame and name that cannot be slain. He lived 
great, and he died great in the eyes of God and his people; 
and like most of the Lord's anointed in ancient times, has 
sealed his mission and his works with his own blood; and 
so has his brother Hyrum. (D&C 135:3)15

Joseph Smith's lasting charisma was tellingly illus-
trated in a letter written by Ursulia B. Hascall, while she 
camped on the plains of Iowa after the tragic Mormon exo-
dus from Nauvoo in 1846. "If I had been in Nauvoo when I 
received your letter," she told her sister, "I would have sent 
some of Joseph's hair. All that have any here is in their 
bosom pins finger rings &c."16 We may wonder how much 
hair was cut from the head of the dead prophet in 1844, but 
it is significant that in their awe of him many Saints clam-
ored for even a tiny lock to keep in their private possession.

Mormonism now had its martyr and hero, but that was 
not the end of the story. Like that of George Washington, 
Thomas Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln, and other historical 
figures, Joseph's popular image would soon be molded 
and shaped to suit a variety of needs and fit a multitude 
of interests. Taken as a whole, the literature of Mormon 
piety took the image of the founding prophet in several 
directions—some that he may have anticipated but others 
that he probably did not.

Consider, for example, the story of Joseph Smith's first 
vision. The Prophet bore solemn testimony that sometime 
in the early spring of 1820 he became confused in his quest 
for religion and so retired to a grove to pray for guidance.
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After an intense struggle with the powers of darkness, his 
faith was rewarded with the appearance of two personages 
"whose brightness and glory," he said, "defy all descrip-
tion, standing above me in the air. One of them spake unto 
me, calling me by name and said, pointing to the other— 
This is My Beloved Son. Hear Him!" The message he re-
ceived was that none of the sects was right, but he was 
promised that "the fullness of the Gospel should at some 
future time be made known unto me."17 For several years 
after the organization of the church Joseph did not relate 
this sacred experience widely, until 1838 when he prepared 
it for publication. By the time he died it was well-known in 
the church. No evidence exists that Joseph himself used the 
account of the vision for any purpose other than to estab-
lish his initial prophetic calling. In later years, however, 
church members began to use it for a variety of devotional 
and instructional purposes. As with Joseph Smith himself, 
the vision became immortalized in art and literature. In ad-
dition, its impact grew to the point that it was used to illus-
trate for the faithful literally dozens of official doctrines or 
religious concepts.18

Just as the meaning of the vision went through a histori-
cal metamorphosis, so did the popular image of Joseph 
Smith himself. In a way it was all symbolized by the official 
celebration at Sharon, Vermont, on 23 December 1905—the 
one hundredth anniversary of the Prophet's birth.19 There 
at his birthplace church leaders, members, and townspeople 
assembled to see the unveiling of a SSVi-foot granite shaft 
erected to his memory, each foot representing a year of 
Joseph's life. After several appropriate speeches and a dedi-
catory prayer by Joseph F. Smith (nephew of the Prophet, 
and then president of the church), the congregation fer-
vently sang the song that, more than any other, symbolized 
what the Saints thought of the Prophet:
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Praise to the man who communed with Jehovah!
Jesus anointed that Prophet and Seer. 
Blessed to open the last dispensation, 
Kings shall extol him, and nations revere.

Chorus:

Hail to the Prophet, ascended to heaven! 
Traitors and tyrants now fight him in vain. 
Mingling with Gods, he can plan for his brethren; 
Death cannot conquer the hero again.

Praise to his mem'ry, he died as a martyr; 
Honored and blest be his ever great name!
Long shall his blood, which was shed by assassins,
Stain Illinois20 while the earth lauds his fame.

(Chorus)

Great is his glory and endless his priesthood.
Ever and ever the keys he will hold.
Faithful and true, he will enter his kingdom,
Crowned in the midst of the prophets of old.

(Chorus)

Sacrifice brings forth the blessings of heaven;
Earth must atone for the blood of that man.
Wake up the world for the conflict of justice.
Millions shall know "Brother Joseph" again.21

The Joseph on the pedestal has many manifestations, 
for his modem disciples see him in many patterns and cir-
cumstances. A favorite image, based on Joseph's personal 
experiences, is the uneducated, untrained boy-farmer- 
turned-prophet. From Plowboy to Prophet is the title of a 
popular book for young people printed in 1912,22 but the 
sentiment repeats itself regularly in Mormon expressions 
of faith. "The story of Joseph's life is the story of a miracle," 
declared then Elder Gordon B. Hinckley in a 1977 general 
conference address. "He was born in poverty . . . reared in 
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adversity ... driven from place to place ... and ... mur-
dered at the age of thirty-eight. Yet in the brief space of 
twenty years preceding his death he accomplished what 
none other has accomplished in an entire lifetime."23

The most poignant and well-known statement employ-
ing such imagery came from John Henry Evans, in an in-
troduction to a biography first published in 1933:

Here is a man who was born in the stark hills of 
Vermont; who was reared in the backwoods of New 
York; who never looked inside a college or high school; 
who lived in six States, no one of which would own him 
during his lifetime; who spent months in the vile prisons 
of the period; who, even when he had his freedom, was 
hounded like a fugitive; who was covered once with a 
coat of tar and feathers, and left for dead; who, with his 
following, was driven by irate neighbors from New York 
to Ohio, from Ohio to Missouri, and from Missouri to 
Illinois; and who, at the unripe age of thirty-eight, was 
shot to death by a mob with painted faces.

Yet this man became mayor of the biggest town in 
Illinois and the state's most prominent citizen, the com-
mander of the largest body of trained soldiers in the na-
tion outside the Federal army, the founder of cities and 
of a university, and aspired to become President of the 
United States 24

The statement continues with several very broad assess-
ments, some of which may be exaggerated, yet as part of a 
symbol they represent an important element of popular 
Mormon piety. It is still quoted often in Mormon circles.

Some Mormons delight in telling stories of great men 
who stand in awe of Joseph Smith. Leo Tolstoy is credited 
with telling an American diplomat that Joseph Smith was 
the founder of the American religion.25 John Henry Evans 
tells of a famous surgeon from Vienna (who is not named) 
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who declared that America had produced only one great 
man—Joseph Smith, and that he was great because of 
his ideas.26 And hardly a Mormon has not heard the oft- 
quoted statement from Josiah Quincy, mayor of Boston, 
who visited Joseph Smith in 1844:

It is by no means improbable that some future text-
book, for the use of generations yet unborn, will contain 
a question something like this: What historical American 
of the nineteenth century has exerted the most powerful 
influence on the destinies of his countrymen? And it is 
by no means impossible that the answer to that inter-
rogatory may be thus written: Joseph Smith, the Mormon 
Prophet.27

If great men were impressed by Joseph, they were also 
baffled by him. Though the less complimentary portions of 
Josiah Quincy's commentary are forgotten, Mormons do 
not forget his final statement: "I have endeavored to give 
the details of my visit to the Mormon prophet with ab-
solute accuracy. If the reader does not know just what to 
make of Joseph Smith, I cannot help him out of the diffi-
culty. I myself stand helpless before the puzzle." John 
Henry Evans said that "[Joseph Smith] wrote a book which 
has baffled the literary critics for a hundred years," and it 
is still not uncommon to hear how he startled the world 
with one idea or another 28

It would be an exaggeration to say that in Mormon 
piety Joseph Smith becomes the greatest of almost every-
thing. But the variety of things the founding prophet is said 
to have excelled in is amazing. In the introduction to a popu-
lar book entitled The Journal of Joseph, the compiler leaves 
the impression that everything in the book comes directly 
from Joseph's personal diary, which he kept or dictated re-
ligiously.29 The problem with this is that virtually none of 
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Joseph Smith's history, from which the book was copied, 
was either written or dictated by Joseph—it was compiled 
by his scribes from a variety of journals and other sources. 
But such misdirection hardly matters in the minds of 
some—Joseph was great at so much, why not at this task, 
too? It all fits together so well.

Another popular book is filled with nothing but stories 
designed to prove that Joseph Smith had "uncommon 
courage," was a great missionary, had the ability to speak 
with "remarkable power," was "truly a great soul.... al-
most no heavenly principle was too large or complex to be 
comprehended by his mind," and was a man of "astonish-
ing humility."30 My own acquaintance with Joseph Smith 
convinces me that he really did have these qualities, but 
such unrestrained and unqualified emphasis on them 
hardly leaves room for the other human being who was 
also there. This author seemed to leave the door just 
slightly ajar, however, when he compared Joseph with 
Jesus Christ. "Joseph Smith was a man," he said, "—a dis-
tant second, but second, which places him in a remarkable 
position."31 Elsewhere we are told that Joseph Smith pos-
sessed all the qualities of a great leader—intelligence, zeal 
for learning, faith in a living God, power of introspection, 
and love of people. Another author defined his leadership 
qualities as great knowledge, courage, energy, and high 
character.32 Whatever the real characteristics of a leader 
are, Joseph had them—almost any Mormon from Joseph's 
day to the present will tell you so. Every young Mormon 
also knows that Joseph was a fine athlete and was fre-
quently seen wrestling with the strongest men in Nauvoo, 
"stick-pulling," and engaging in other sports.

One book of selected readings, compiled in 1946 by a 
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prominent political scientist, is entitled Joseph Smith Prophet- 
Statesman and is designed to demonstrate Joseph Smith's 
great insight into the political issues and political philoso-
phy of his day.33 Another work, by a well-known Mormon 
scientist who also became an apostle, is entitled Joseph Smith 
as Scientist.34 This author recognizes that Joseph had no sci-
entific training at all, but this very fact fits the plowboy-to- 
prophet pattern beautifully. He taught principles, explains 
the author, that were consistent with the best scientific 
philosophy of his day as well as ours, and this is merely 
another evidence of his divine calling. In 1955 another 
prominent Mormon gave an address to the Brigham Young 
University student body entitled "Joseph Smith, Ph.D." 
He admitted that the title was "sheer irony," but he pro-
ceeded to show that Joseph Smith's great intellect, knowl-
edge, and accomplishments made him equal or superior 
to any man.35 More recently, a 1993 anthology of Joseph 
Smith, published by the Religious Studies Center at Brigham 
Young University, carried numerous laudatory articles, 
many of which pictured Joseph Smith as excelling in one 
thing or another.36

Much of modern Mormon piety sees Joseph Smith as in 
almost constant communication with God and angels. He 
received revelation on almost everything, including city 
planning,37 temple building, politics, and social and eco-
nomic organization. He knew Gods and angels personally, 
and some writers have taken pains to compile impressive 
lists of all the heavenly beings he met and conversed with 
over the years.38 Joseph Smith himself may have been 
amused at the number of things on which he is said to 
have received divine guidance. During his lifetime he tried 
valiantly to persuade his followers that at least some of his 
ideas were his own. "The Lord has not given me a revela-
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tion concerning politics," he declared during the heat of the 
1843 election. "I have not asked him for one."39 But at least 
one aspect of modern piety forms the basis for a Mormon 
fundamental that Joseph would fully agree with. As Daryl 
Chase once explained, "Nothing has ever given the Church 
of Christ—ancient or modem, more hope and zeal than the 
assurance that in their midst were men who could say in 
truth, 'Thus saith the Lord.'"40 Joseph himself knew he was 
not "always a prophet" and that often he spoke without the 
benefit of revelation, but he also made it clear when he was 
speaking by revelation, and in those cases his "Thus saith 
the Lord" became binding on the church. As he stands on 
his pedestal, however, some modem Mormons (including 
those of us who are historians) hesitate to take it upon our-
selves to distinguish when he was or was not speaking for 
the Lord. It seems so natural to assume that this was the 
norm.

In an article entitled "Which Thomas Jefferson Do You 
Quote?" Clinton Rossiter once showed that this great Ameri-
can hero had been quoted on almost every side of almost 
every issue, and was still being quoted by liberals and con-
servatives alike to support their particular views of the 
world. This happens to cultural heroes—they are adopted 
by any and everyone to support almost any cause. Within 
Mormondom something similar has happened to Joseph 
Smith. The phenomenon is not as extreme as in the case of 
Jefferson, but it exists nonetheless. Liberals, conservatives, 
and people promoting a variety of social and political causes 
have found support in the writings of Joseph Smith.41

In 1919, for example, Utah was bitterly divided during 
the League of Nations debate. It became a religious issue, 
and in the public discussions even church leaders quoted 
the Book of Mormon and the Doctrine and Covenants on 
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both sides of the question. The president of the church him-
self, though he supported the League of Nations, finally 
had to declare publicly that Mormon scriptures could not 
be used in that argument.42

A year later, early twentieth-century feminists no doubt 
felt a tremendous boost when Susa Young Gates wrote an 
article in the official church magazine arguing that Joseph 
Smith's first vision had paved the way for women to take 
their rightful place alongside, not behind, men. "Can you 
conceive," she asked, "what the vision meant to woman? It 
meant in civil, religious, social and finally, financial mat-
ters, the right of choice; it meant women's free agency, the 
liberation of her long-chained will and purpose."43 Gates 
did not explain just how all this was achieved, but sud-
denly the founding prophet's great theophany was an ar-
gument for everything Gates and her colleagues had been 
working toward for years.

However, quoting Joseph Smith is more fundamental to 
piety than simply getting his support on miscellaneous 
public issues. What is more significant is the fact that in 
a strictly religious setting, such as a general conference of 
the church, Joseph Smith is quoted with great regularity on 
religious, moral, and ethical issues. If he is second only 
to Christ in Mormon piety, the frequency with which he 
is quoted in conference amply demonstrates the point. 
Church leaders who addressed the April 1997 General Con-
ference, for example, used or cited about 270 passages from 
either the scriptures or the religious writings of Joseph 
Smith. Less than one-third (80) came from the Bible, while 
the rest (190) came from modern Mormon scriptures or 
other writings of Joseph Smith.44 That says something im-
portant about the continuing role of Joseph Smith in Mor-
mon religious worship.
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Some Mormons delight in amassing external evidence 
that the prophetic claims of Joseph were true. Much is writ-
ten about the fulfillment of his prophecies, even though in 
some cases the authors must strain considerably in order to 
make the historical facts fit the prophecy.45 Other writers 
attempt to prove his calling on the basis of such phenom-
ena as the greatness of his ideas, the wholeness of his reli-
gious philosophy, or scientific evidence for the authenticity 
of the Book of Mormon. One writer devoted almost an en-
tire book to a discussion of the fate of the persecutors of 
Joseph Smith, demonstrating that they died horribly, ig-
nobly, or in poverty. Somehow this was supposed to prove 
that God had taken vengeance, and therefore that Joseph 
was his prophet.46 More recent Mormon writers, however, 
tend to downplay the idea of vengeance, and the leading 
book on the trial of the accused assassins of the Prophet 
demonstrates that most of those who were directly accused 
of the killing went on to live comfortable, productive 
lives.47 The authors of this book were not trying to demon-
strate anything with regard to Joseph, but as individuals 
they could be classed with other Mormons who are not too 
highly concerned with external "proofs." In private con-
versation, such Latter-day Saints often ask nonbelievers to 
pray, with the assurance that the truth of Joseph Smith's di-
vine calling can be made known, by the power of the Spirit, 
to anyone who asks in sincerity. The Joseph Smith piety is, 
in part, a missionary piety, and it is often infectious.48

I hope, with all this, I am not presenting a distorted 
view of what the Mormons think of Joseph Smith. His 
image is that of a prophet, but it is not that of a dreary, 
overly pious, or humorless leader. Joseph pictured himself 
as having a jovial temperament, and his good humor, even 
temper, and love of wholesome entertainment are all well 
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documented in Mormon literature and in the Mormon 
mind. As Leonard Arrington wrote in the church's maga-
zine for youth:

Because of this spontaneity, joviality, and combina-
tion of seriousness of purpose and good humor, every-
body was quickly attracted to Joseph Smith.... Certainly 
the calling of prophet was one of such high seriousness 
that its responsibilities could well have weighted down a 
less vital mind. But it was humor that helped Joseph to 
dispose of conflicts and problems that did not really mat-
ter. The Prophet was deeply serious, but he was not 
solemn; he believed an unduly solemn person has lost 
something of the image of his Creator.49

Nor do the Mormons completely ignore the fact that 
Joseph, like the rest of us, had his human failings. Often, 
however, the faithful tend to obscure this fact behind the 
overwhelming dominance of the heroic image, and many 
young people are not prepared for the man behind the 
image—outstanding as he was—when he suddenly steps 
out to meet them. This leads to another significant element 
of Mormon piety—the hours spent by teachers like me try-
ing to help inquiring students develop both a balanced and 
a faithful view of the Prophet and the church he restored.

As Merrill Peterson characterized the image of Thomas 
Jefferson in the American mind, he discussed three agents 
for perpetuating that image: the shrine, the academy, and 
the temple. The shrine was Monticello—Jefferson's home 
that told so much about him and his ideals. The academy 
was the University of Virginia, which represented the "civi-
lized man," while the temple was the magnificent Jefferson 
Memorial in Washington, D.C. "Monuments of this majestic 
pomp are not built to the living, only to the dead," he wrote, 
"and thus the Jefferson Memorial was the most important 
thing to happen to Jefferson since July Fourth 1826."50
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The image of Joseph Smith is not exactly comparable, 
but the symbolism of the shrine, the academy, and the 
temple is useful in depicting some aspects of popular Mor-
mon piety. The shrine could well be the city of Nauvoo. 
Each visitor will see something different there, but for the 
Mormon, Nauvoo represents the great spiritual as well as 
external achievements of Joseph Smith. Many of its build-
ings have been restored by Nauvoo Restoration, an organi-
zation closely affiliated with the church, and others have 
been restored by the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter Day Saints. Each year tens of thousands of visitors 
(mostly Mormons, I assume), see Joseph's homes, his brick 
store, the site of the temple, and various homes that were 
complete before the Mormon exodus. The restoration is not 
the genuine historic Nauvoo, for only certain buildings 
have been restored, but the effort is to portray what Joseph 
built. For Mormons, the visit is a religious pilgrimage.

Joseph Smith has no academy like that of Jefferson, but 
in a symbolic sense the living church is his academy. All 
who speak of his accomplishments usually speak of the 
grandeur of the church itself, and so its ideas, influences, 
and achievements become one of his monuments just as 
much as Jefferson's university is one of his.

The Mormons also have temples, many of them, that 
serve sacred functions quite different from regular meet-
inghouses. But in the symbolic sense we are considering 
here, Joseph Smith's temple is found in a kind of union 
between the Sacred Grove in New York and the jails in 
Liberty, Missouri, and Carthage, Illinois. It is commonplace 
among Mormons to make pilgrimages to these spots, 
which they regard as sacred. As they stand in the grove 
in New York, they try to relive the sacred experience of 
1820 and are frequently seen weeping—especially after 
they may have joined with friends in a private religious 
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service somewhere in the grove. When they go to Liberty, 
Missouri, they find a replica of the jail where the Prophet 
languished for many months, but where some of his most 
touching and spiritually important revelations were re-
ceived. The guides, in fact, depict it as a temple, and it is 
housed in a domed building that only adds to the shrine-
like aura. Around the walls of the room housing the jail, 
like the walls of the Jefferson Memorial, are quotations 
from the deeply moving revelations Joseph received in Lib-
erty's dungeon. And finally, as the visitor goes to Carthage, 
he experiences all the pathos and sorrow that attended the 
death of the Prophet. Many Mormon visitors (myself in-
cluded) are moved to tears if they have studied very deeply 
the sad scenes of that fateful day in 1844. The blood of 
Hyrum Smith that once stained the floor of the room has 
practically faded away; the guides are not even sure they 
can identify where it was. Perhaps that is symbolic of the 
fact that the old desire for vengeance has also disappeared, 
but what remains among the Mormons is an overwhelm-
ing love for the Prophet that is only enhanced by the im-
agery of what happened that day.

Joseph Smith, then, is the hero of Mormon piety. I have 
tried to give some insight into how his heroic image was 
attained—how followers have placed him on a pedestal 
that he will always occupy with all the grace and dignity of 
a great man. But, as scholars, we are never sure we know 
all the reasons why great men occupy such pedestals. 
Sidney Hook has suggested three. First, he says, is the 
"need for psychological security." If great men think of 
themselves as the fathers of countries or movements, their 
followers develop patterns of dependency and look at the 
great men as their father figures. A second factor is the 
tendency of people to seek vicarious satisfaction of their 



Secon d  Only  to  Chri st  • 25

own yearnings through a leader's presumed traits or 
achievements. If they cannot do all the things they want 
to do, or be all the things they want to be, they can at least 
share these dreams imaginatively through their hero. 
Finally, Hook suggests that some people flee from respon-
sibility, grasping for simple answers to complicated prob-
lems by surrendering the decision-making process to their 
leaders.51

I am sure that by diligent investigation we could find 
elements of all these factors among the followers of Joseph 
Smith. But other, more fundamental, forces also affect Mor-
mon piety—especially the piety of some Mormon academi-
cians. It is our lot in life to get personally involved in what-
ever documents remain from the days of Joseph Smith, to 
analyze in detail what they say—not just about Joseph the 
Prophet but also about Joseph the man. As we do so, he 
seems to step down from his pedestal for a while and to 
walk and talk with us somewhat as he did with the Saints 
of his own day. We see him in all his strengths and human 
frailties. Perhaps as much as anything else, his human 
qualities leap out at us like a jack-in-the-box when the lid 
that hides him is suddenly removed. We see his business 
failures, his sometimes poor choice of friends and confi-
dants, the failure of some of his prophecies, the social and 
nonrevelatory sources of some of his ideas, the impracti- 
cality of some of his proposals, the incompleteness of his 
education, the anger he could sometimes display, the too 
sudden precipitousness of some of his actions, the glass-
looking and other strange affairs of his youth, and his 
disappointments with himself. But that is not all. We also 
see his success as both religious leader and community 
builder, the responsible and respectable people who be-
came his permanent friends and confidants, the plans and 
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prophecies that were fulfilled, the all-encompassing nature 
of his mind that allowed him to deal with a multitude of 
far-reaching concepts and ideas, the uniqueness of many of 
his doctrines and the profound meaning they have always 
had for Latter-day Saints, his deep love for his fellowmen, 
his thirst for knowledge, his friendly nature and his readi-
ness to forgive quickly, his personal recognition of his 
youthful follies and the effective way he overcame them, 
and his ability to bounce back promptly from disappoint-
ment or despair.

Finally, as we become better acquainted with both his 
"strictly human" and his prophetic sides, we also feel 
something else—possibly because of our continuing will to 
believe, perhaps because of our personal experiences with 
the results of belief. We see him as an authentic prophet, 
and even though he has stepped down from the pedestal 
to let us examine all his flaws, we are not dismayed when 
he steps back up.52 Our experience with the Prophet, in all 
his strengths and weaknesses, still allows us to say, along 
with William Clayton, "The more I am with him, the more I 
love him; the more I know of him,... [the more I] am sorry 
that people should give heed to evil reports concerning 
him." "He says 'I am a man of like passions with your-
selves/ but truly I wish I was such a man."

Notes

Author's note: This essay is clearly a personal statement, 
though it is hoped that the reader will also recognize its scholarly 
underpinnings. The first-person approach is a result of the set-
ting in which it was initially presented, a symposium on "Joseph 
Smith and the Mormons," sponsored by the Department of Reli-
gious Studies at the University of Indiana, Bloomington, 4-5 De-
cember 1981. People attending the symposium included several 
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Mormon historians, non-Mormon historians from religious stud-
ies departments at various universities, and a cross-section of 
Mormons from Indiana. This was one of a series of such sym-
posia designed to help scholars of American religion better un-
derstand specific religious movements. I was invited to address 
the group on "Joseph Smith and Mormon Piety," and I felt at the 
time that a personal approach to such a topic would be the best. 
This essay is a slightly edited version of what I presented in 1981. 
I appreciate the opportunity to have it published as part of the 
Richard L. Anderson Festschrift, for I consider Anderson one of 
the foremost scholars on Joseph Smith.
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